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they might be punished. Mutasim's solution of the problem
was to remove himself from Baghdad and found a new capital.
It was in this way that the fabulous city of Samarra came
to be built.19

There are three notable examples in history of capital cities
which existed for a single generation only, and owed their
creation to the eccentricity or idealism of an individual. In
Egypt, a Pharaoh of the eighteenth dynasty, the neurotic
Akhnaton, removed the seat of government from Thebes,
where the turbulent priests of Ra disturbed his peace of
mind, to his own short-lived garden-city at Amarnah. The
Assyrian king Sargon's similar experiment at Khorsabad did
not long survive his death. So with Samarra ; it was built,
occupied, repeatedly enlarged and abandoned all in the space
of 56 years. Even so it survived the reigns of no less than
eight Caliphs. Mutasim chose the site of a Christian monas-
tery on the left bank of the Tigris, about seventy miles
above Baghdad.43 Its name in Arabic, Surra-man-raa, means
' Happy is he who sees it'. The Caliph no doubt took this
to be a good omen, though to the people of Baghdad it signi-
fied their own happiness at seeing the unruly Turks removed
to a safe distance. In any case Mutasim settled at Samarra,
built himself a vast palace on the site of the monastery, and
proceeded to lay out around it what was probably the most
spectacular and magnificently planned city of antiquity. The
seven Caliphs who followed him, each built new palaces and
mosques and extended the city further and further along
the river bank, until its great central boulevard was over
twenty miles long. Then suddenly it was abandoned, and the
court returned to Baghdad, leaving the empty shell of a city
whose walls and buildings, even today, an archaeologist can
trace without excavating. From an aeroplane one sees the
whole town spread out like a modern garden-city, with its
avenues of houses, palaces and parks. It is hard to believe
that one is looking at a ruin-field unoccupied for eleven
hundred years.

Having laid out the great central palace, whose remaining
arches still stand on the edge of a cliff above the Tigris valley,
Mutasim next remembered the purpose for which he had left
Baghdad, and -planned enormous enclosed barracks for his
Turks, to the north and south of the city and entirely segre-